COMPLETION  BY  CONQUEST
of such governments as had risen on her ruins was only
transmittable at all, at any distance from its centre, by
fits and starts, and on occasions of special urgency. The
ordinary churl or freeman, cultivating his share of the
land surrounding some out-country village, had little
enough occasion to bother his head, in the way of ordinary
routine, about any but local affairs.
Such a state of things must have appeared idyllic as
compared with perpetual grinding inquisition and
combing out of every man's resources that had been the
price exacted by Rome for her peace. But there may
come a time when men will be glad to purchase peace at
any price whatever. When there is no longer a regular
machinery of justice and police, the small man is liable
to find the fmits of his labour taken from him by cruder
methods than those of the publican. A sort of rough local
justice, with a tariff of blood fines, may perhaps keep
things tolerable in ordinary times, but when some new
and terrible enemy comes on to the scene, one must get
protection or die. And when the enemy is liable to
arrive at any moment, by ship or on horseback, one must
get it from the big man on the spot, or not at all. It is
no use waiting for a central power that may take weeks
to get into action. One must have a place to flee to and
a force at hand capable of countering the enemy with a
swiftness equal to his own. That meant the castle, and
the mailed cavalry, of the local lord, who, being quite
unsentimental about it, would not give, but sell his
protection on the highest terms he was in a position to
extract. The Roman law, always the friend of the top
dog, had provided the machinery by which such a
bargain might be concluded, on terms that put the
petitioner's estate at the patron's arbitrary disposal.
That no doubt helped to impart a tyrannously uncompro-
mising logic to the contract of feudal service, as drafted
by clerks steeped in the Roman tradition of the Continent.
It is at any rate significant that in pre-Conquest England
there was nothing that could be called a feudal system,
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